Towards understanding of workplace conflict: an examination into causes and conflict management strategies by Egerová, Dana & Rotenbornová, Lucie
PROBLEMS
OF MANAGEMENT
IN THE 21st CENTURY
Vol. 16, No. 1, 2021
7
ISSN 2029-6932 (Print) ISSN 2538-712X (Online)
This is an open access article under the 
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License
TOWARDS UNDERSTANDING 
OF WORKPLACE CONFLICT: AN 
EXAMINATION INTO CAUSES AND 
CONFLICT MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES 
Dana Egerová, Lucie Rotenbornová
University of West Bohemia in Pilsen, Czech Republic
E-mail: egerova@kpm.zcu.cz, rotenbor@kpm.zcu.cz
Abstract
Workplace conflict is regarded as a naturally and unavoidably occurring phenomenon in 
today's organisations. To identify the causes of workplace conflict it is critically important to determine 
appropriate conflict management strategies and effectively manage conflict. The purpose of this study 
was to explore causes of interpersonal conflicts between managers and employees and the conflict 
management styles used to handle these conflicts. A qualitative approach including thematic analysis and 
content analysis was employed. The thematic analysis was carried out to explore the themes concerning 
causes of conflicts between managers and employees. The content analysis was used to identify the conflict 
management styles. The data for both analyses included 47 individual written assignments describing 
conflict situations between managers and employees. Four general themes including poor management, 
manager personality, poor communication and differences in views emerged from the thematic analysis. 
Each theme also encompassed a number of subthemes. The findings of the content analysis showed that 
fight was the most adopted style used by both male and female managers. The findings also revealed that 
three styles emerge as the most frequently adopted by employees including avoidance, adaptation, and 
collaboration. The practical implications and limitations of this study are discussed.
Keywords: causes of conflict, conflict management styles, gender, qualitative analysis, workplace conflict
Introduction 
Continued changes in economic, social and technological environments at both the global 
and local level have increased the uncertainty of the environments in which organisations today 
have to operate. Consequently, this uncertainty has created the potential for workplace conflict. 
Workplace conflict can occur between employees, an employee and a manager or between 
groups, in all functional areas in an organisation as much as at different levels of the organisation 
(De Dreu, 2011; Gadegaardet et al., 2018). Conflicts may arise from misunderstandings about 
how a task or a job should be done, or the content of the task (Tjosvold, 2008; Wright et al., 
2017). 
It is accepted that conflict in an organisation and the style of conflict management 
implemented significantly influence individual, group, and organisational effectiveness (Choi, 
2013). The presence of conflict can have both negative and positive consequences for individuals 
and organisations (Rahim et al., 2000). On the one hand, moderate levels of workplace conflict 
promote growth, stimulate discussion and knowledge-sharing, enabling groups to innovate 
and make better decisions (Lu et al., 2011). Well-managed conflict demonstrates a healthy and 
dynamic organisational culture conductive to effective working (Danielsson et al., 2015).  
On the other hand, workplace conflict is a prevalent workplace problem associated 
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psychological distress, anxiety, and frustrations) and organisations (e.g., decrease in work 
quality, decline in performance turnover, reduced productivity) (Wright et al., 2017). According 
to Riaz and Junaid (2012) badly managed workplace conflict causes stress, produces anxiety 
and frustrations, and results in lowered job motivation, humiliation and physical illness. 
In order to mitigate the negative effects of conflict, the causes of the conflict should be 
identified. In this regard, some authors (Van Tonder et al., 2008) have argued that understanding 
and identification of the causes of conflict in an organisation is critically important to determine 
appropriate conflict resolution strategies and to effectively manage conflict. 
There are numerous studies examining the workplace causes (Zia, &, Syed, 2013; Khan et 
al., 2016) and conflict management styles (Chan et al., 2014; Tabassi et al., 2017). Some studies 
have also been examining the effects of gender on conflict management styles (Brewer et al., 
2002; Rahim, & Katz, 2019). However, the results of empirical studies on these issues remain 
mixed. Thus, this study aims to explore the perceived causes of workplace conflicts and conflict 
management styles used by managers, specifically in the context of Czech organisations. The 
gender perspective has also been applied in the present study.
Theoretical Framework
Workplace Conflict
Conflict is a natural outcome of human interaction as people are different from each 
other. Therefore, in workplace settings where two or more employees interact with each other 
conflict is regarded as a common and unavoidable phenomenon (Danielsson et al., 2015; Khan 
2016). As noted by Rahim et al.  (2000) conflict arises when an individual perceives that his 
or her goals, attitudes, values, or feelings are different from those of another individual. In 
addition, Avgar (2020) noted that conflict in the workplace is a product of decisions, activities, 
processes, and practices across the organisation that occur among different stakeholders.  
Although organisational literature on conflict provides numerous definitions of conflict 
(sometimes contradictory) there is currently no agreement on the definition of workplace conflict 
(Tjosvold, 2008). Conflict has been defined as a state when one party considers something 
important, and the other party disagrees. (Doucet et al., 2009). Likewise, Omisore and Abiodun 
(2014) understand conflict as a process in which the interests of one party are being opposed 
by another party.
Rahim (2002) pointed out that workplace conflict differs from other conflicts because 
employees have to work together in order to achieve organisational goals. In this regard, 
Danielsson et al. (2015) noted that conflict arises in situations where individuals, groups, or 
organisations are trying to achieve their objectives, and these are inconsistent with one another. 
Conflicts may be understood also as disagreements about the right treatment or the right way 
to perform work, as a struggle between employees over values, power, or scarce resources 
(Moore, 1986; Gadegaard et al., 2018). According to Cheng and McCarthy (2013) employees’ 
engagement in many divergent roles in the workplace that come with different responsibilities 
and challenges also leads to work–life conflict. 
There are different types of workplace conflict. One of the most established typologies 
distinguishes between task-related conflict, relationship conflict, and process-related conflicts 
(Jehn, 1997). Task-related conflict focuses on the content, and usually occurs when there are 
disagreements or different ideas regarding task issues, including goals, content decisions and 
areas. Relationship conflict focuses on interpersonal relationships and usually occurs when 
individuals have an interpersonal dispute with negative feelings between one another. Causes 
of relationship conflict may be for example individual differences such as gender, race, age, 
and functional background (Jehn, 1997; Lee et al., 2015). Task-related conflict tends to have 
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a positive impact on collaboration and performance, while relationship conflict and process-
related conflict have negative impacts on collaboration and performance (Pelled et al., 1999). 
Gostin et al. (2012) have classified workplace conflicts as horizontal conflicts that arise between 
individuals or departments working under the same hierarchical level and vertical conflicts that 
arise between individuals or departments on different hierarchical levels. 
Organisational conflict may also be classified as intrapersonal (intra-personal level), 
interpersonal (two or more person), intragroup (within a work group), intergroup (between two 
or more work groups) and interorganisational (between two or more organisations) (Rahim & 
Bonoma, 1979; Rahim, 1985).
This study focuses on interpersonal conflicts with managers or co-workers, defined 
as a “phenomenon that occurs between interdependent parties as they experience negative 
emotional reactions to perceived disagreements and interference with the attainment of their 
goals.” (Barki, & Hartwick, 2001, p. 198). 
Causes of Workplace Conflict
 
There are many sources in the work environment which may play a role in the rise of 
interpersonal conflict. Cappozoli (1995) proposed the following sources of workplace conflict: 
culturally diverse values, different attitudes, different goals, different needs that are not met, 
various expectations of how the process will work and what the outcomes will be, different 
perceptions of a situation or problem, different interpretations of the same information, limited 
resources, different personalities, or different interests. Job performance, unrealistic demands, 
lack of resources and constraints on employees also lead to interpersonal conflicts (Patton, 
2018).  
According to Rahim and Bonoma (1979) sources of conflict may be classified as personal-
cultural and organisational. Personal-cultural sources include differences in personalities 
such as differences in attitudes, values, beliefs, skills, etc., and cultural backgrounds between 
organisational participants. Organisational sources refer to differentiated systems, rules and 
procedures, the hierarchy of authority, etc., in an organisation, and the mechanism for integration.
De Raeve et al. (2008) suggested five domains of interpersonal  conflict: job content (job 
requirements, job tasks, decision latitude, responsibilities), work conditions (physical demands 
of the work), work relations (social support, manager and colleagues),  terms of employment 
(work schedule, overtime, autonomy with respect to workplace, workhours, holidays, leaving 
the workplace, and taking breaks), and the evaluation of work (job satisfaction, balance between 
achievements and rewards, consideration of effort, respect for work). 
An empirical investigation of sources was undertaken by Khan et al. (2016), who found 
in their study the most important causes of conflict between employees to be differences in 
goals and job tasks, negative perception and poor communication concerning unclearly defined 
job tasks and duties. In addition, Zia and Syed (2013) identified in their study the following 
five major causes: performing extra duties and workload allocations, ridiculing co-workers, 
variation in salary, miscommunication and limited resources. 
As noted above, interpersonal conflict in the workplace is influenced by a variable set of 
causes. Furthermore, as stated by Khan et al. (2016) causes can vary according to the situation 
within an organisation. 
Conflict Management Styles
There are several different strategies which can be applied to handle conflicts. These 
strategies are based on the work of Blake and Mouton (1964). According to their work, there 
are five conflict management styles: forcing, withdrawing, smoothing, compromising and 
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confrontation. This concept was revaluated by Thomas (1976) who arranged two dimensions – 
cooperativeness and assertiveness. Chan et al. (2014) described in their study the following 
management styles: integrating, obliging, dominating, avoiding, and compromising. Madalina 
(2016) used another variant of Blake and Mouton´s grid. It includes avoidance, fight, adaptation, 
collaboration, and compromise. 
Fight is a model built on a high degree of assertiveness and low degree of cooperation. 
This model is used in situations where urgent action is necessary. Managers who use this 
method must have skills in argumentation and debate, exploitation of rank, and must keep calm 
and express themselves clearly (Madalina, 2016). 
Avoidance is characterized by a low degree of cooperation and assertiveness. The fear of 
conflict and tense situations make people choose avoidance. This model might be used when a 
manager is dealing with a minor conflict situation (Madalina, 2016). This approach is seen as 
the least effective and has been called “lose-lose” (Kay & Skarlicky, 2020). 
Adaptation is characterized by low assertiveness and high cooperation (Madalina, 2016). 
The management of conflicts by compromise is based on a moderate level of assertiveness 
and cooperation. This style is usually described as a lose-win style (Rahim & Katz, 2019). 
Compromise might be accepted when people involved in conflict are on a similar level of 
hierarchy. Compromise is used as a temporary solution. (Madalina, 2016)
Collaboration involves a high level of assertiveness and cooperation. Using this style 
leads to the best solution to manage conflict (Kay & Skarlicky, 2020). The best solution 
to conflict is not generated by a single person but rather involves opinions and ideas of all 
members. (Madalina, 2016).  
Studies on the conflict management styles point out that the conflict management style 
that individuals are likely to choose differs across national cultures (Van der Zee & Hofhuis, 
2018). For example, the study of Kim et al. (2007) has shown that Koreans, compared with 
the Chinese and Japanese, were more likely to use the compromise style. Similarly, Chan et 
al. (2008) found in their study that in a large power distance cultures become more acceptable 
uncooperative conflict management styles in contrast to a low power distance cultures where 
people tend to use the cooperative conflict management style. 
Another issue that needs to be considered is the possible effect of gender on the strategies 
for handling conflict.  Rahim and Katz (2019) argue that the use of conflict management styles 
has occurred differentially by gender.  Brewer et al. (2002) demonstrated that masculine 
individuals were more associated with a dominate conflict management style whereas feminine 
individuals with avoiding conflict management style. On the other hand, (Caputo et al., 2018) 
found in their study no significant relationship between masculinity, avoiding and forcing styles. 
Research Questions
Based on the prior research literature the following research questions were formulated:
RQ1: What causes conflict between managers and employees?
RQ2: What conflict management styles are used by managers to handle conflict with 
employees? 
RQ3: Do conflict management styles differ by gender?
Research Methodology
General Background
In order to answer the research questions, the qualitative approach incorporating thematic 
analysis and content analysis was undertaken. The thematic analysis was carried out with the 
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aim of exploring the themes concerning causes of conflict between managers and employees 
(RQ 1).  The content analysis was used to identify the conflict management styles used to handle 
this type of conflict (RQ2) and to determine which style is preferred by different genders (RQ3). 
Thematic analysis is the process of identifying and reporting themes within qualitative 
data (Delahunt & Maguire, 2017). According to Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis 
involves searching across data to find repeated patterns of meaning. This means that in thematic 
analysis the data are basically reviewed, organised, and summarised instead of analysed. The key 
concept and the main output of thematic analysis is the theme. The theme includes something 
important or significant about the data in relation to the research question (Delahunt & Maguire, 
2017) In the present study the themes were identified in an inductive way. The framework 
approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) with the following six phases was followed. 
Phase 1) familiarizing with the data, Phase 2) generating initial codes, Phase 3) searching for 
themes, Phase 4) reviewing themes, and Phase 5) defining and naming themes. 
Content analysis is a research method used to analyse text data (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 
The goal of content analysis is to identify words or phrases that are frequently used in texts 
based on a set of coding choices (Barrett et al., 2011). According to Cavanagh (1997), content 
analysis allows testing of theoretical issues to enhance understanding of the data. Three distinct 
approaches, conventional, directed, and summative, can be applied in qualitative content 
analysis. The major differences between these approaches are the coding schemes and origins 
of the codes (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In conventional content analysis, coding categories 
are derived directly from the text data. With a directed content approach, analysis of data 
starts with existing theory or previous research findings as guidance for developing the initial 
codes. Summative content analysis involves counting and comparisons of individual words 
or content, which is further taken for interpretation in relation to particular content (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005). However, a summative approach to qualitative content analysis goes beyond 
word counts to include a detailed interpretation in order to discover underlying meanings of 
the words or the content. In this study, summative content analysis was used to investigate the 
usage of approaches of managers towards handling conflict. 
Data Analysis
The data for both the thematic and content analysis included 47 individual written 
assignments describing conflict situations between employees and managers. The conflict cases 
were submitted by part-time students of the bachelor programme Economics and management 
who have at least three years’ work experience. The students were asked to describe a conflict 
with a manager in which they were involved. The students were also asked to identify the way 
in which the conflict was managed. All data sets received an alphanumeric code to ensure 
anonymity.
The thematic analysis evolved five phases. In phase one the written assignments were 
repeatedly read to become familiar with the data and also to gain an overall understanding of 
them. In phase two the pieces of text (data extracts) were systematically coded and collated. 
Only the text segments relevant to the research question were coded. Coding was performed 
manually. The aim of the initial coding process was to label the topics mentioned. The process 
of initial coding resulted in a list of 87 initial codes. In phase three the codes were analysed and 
sorted into themes and sub-themes. At this stage 6 themes and 11 subthemes were identified. In 
phase four the themes and sub-themes were reviewed once more. The following 4 apparently 
separate themes, Poor management, Poor delegation, Leadership style and Manager personality, 
became forms of the two themes such as Poor management and Manager personality. 4 separate 
sub-themes, Work time pressure, Additional demands, Unfair treatment, and Favouritism were 
also integrated into the following broader sub-themes, Unfair treatment, and Work pressure. In 
phase four themes and sub-themes were clearly defined. 
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The content analysis process began with reading all the data repeatedly to obtain a 
sense of the whole context. Then, the data/words or phrases from the text that captured key 
concepts /styles were identified and highlighted. The data were categorised into one of the 
five management styles: avoidance, fight, adaptation, collaboration and compromise, and the 
analysis was made with the use of Excel. The coding scheme in the Excel spread sheet included 
five columns (number of cases, type of management style, employee, manager, gender). After 
analysis, quantification of the data was done to obtain descriptive frequencies of the identified 
themes/management styles. Finally, interpretations of the findings were performed. 
Research Results
Based on thematic analysis four general themes related to the causes of conflict between 
managers and employees were identified as follows: (1) Poor management, (2) Manager 
personality, (3) Poor communication and (4) Differences in views. The first theme focuses 
on the aspect of managerial qualities of the manager, the second theme includes the personal 
qualities of the manager, the third emphasises the characteristics of communication and the 
four includes issues such as disagreement, differences, and misunderstandings. Each of these 
themes is composed of various sub-themes; for example, the theme Poor management includes 
three similar sub-themes, poor planning and organisation, work pressure and poor delegation. 
These sub-themes present the content of the main theme through their content. Similarly, the 
theme Manager personality’s sub-themes include difficult behaviour, unfair treatment, and 
authoritarian manager, which describe the characteristics of the main theme. The themes and 
sub-themes, as well as examples of explanations, are summarized in Table 1.
Table 1
Themes and Sub-themes
Theme Sub-theme Explanation – example
Poor management         Poor planning and organis-ing       
unbalanced shift distribution, giving unreasonable tasks 
and demands, doing unnecessary work, higher workload as 
compared to co-workers           
Work pressure            
working under tight deadlines, high workloads, insisting on 
producing more work and on working faster, requirements to 
perform a task beyond the regular schedule                                                                               
Poor delegation  
not considering employee capacity, giving assignments 
although the employee does not have the necessary skills, 
overworking, one employee comparing with the other
Manager personality     Difficult behaviour        
ironic remarks from manager, overly critical manager, failing 
to accept different ideas, shouting at employee in front of co-
workers, responding with sarcasm
Unfair treatment 
giving favourites better schedules and assessments, granting 
exemptions only to selected employees, promises giving by 
manager broken, ambiguity of rules, unreceived performance 
increment
Authoritarian manager    
low decision latitude, lack of independence for experienced 
employee, no space to do task differently, lack of trust in 
employee
Poor communication Quality of information                    
missing crucial information, forgotten information, improperly 
explained tasks, unclearly explained employee responsibilities 
for what should be done
Miscommunication         message distortion, different interpretation of the same infor-
mation, failing to listen to the employee’s arguments   
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task     
different perspectives on the content of the task, disagree-
ment on how a job should be done, different opinions on how 
to accomplish the task                                                                                                 
Different expectations
differences between expectations of the manager and em-
ployee, misunderstanding about what the manager requires 
of the employee, setting high expectations for employee’s 
work despite lack of experience, judging the employee against 
unrealistic performance norms 
The findings of the content analysis (Table 2) reveal four approaches (fight, collaboration, 
avoidance and compromise) to conflict management are used by manager and the five 
approaches (fight, collaboration, avoidance, adaptation and compromise) by employees. The 
predominant conflict management style used by the managers is fight, which is used in 26 
cases, whereas by employees only in 5 cases. There is a visible disproportion. Thus, we might 
assume that employees try to avoid confrontation with managers and managers are authoritative 
and are not open to discussion. The second most frequently used style of managing conflicts is 
collaboration. Collaboration is used in 9 cases by managers and in 15 cases by employees. As 
the most effective style the use of collaboration is a good signal. On the other hand, employees 
tend to use adaptation conflict management styles whereas managers do not use this style to 
handle conflicts with employees.  
Table 2





Absolute number of 
used styles
Relative number of 
used styles
Absolute number of 
used styles
Relative num-
ber of used 
styles
Avoidance 8 0.08 12 0.13
Adaptation 0 0.00 11 0.11
Collaboration 9 0.09 15 0.16
Compromise 4 0.04 6 0.06
Fight 26 0.27 5 0.05
The findings of the content analysis (Table 3) show four common approaches used by 
both male and female managers to resolve conflicts with employees. These include the fight, 
collaboration, compromise, and avoidance conflict management styles. The findings also 
reveal that there are similarities as well as differences in the use of conflict management styles 
concerning gender. Neither male nor female managers differ in terms of using a dominating style 
of conflict management. However, it is found that male managers tend to use the collaboration 
conflict style on a more frequent basis than female managers. The other conflict management 
styles (avoidance, compromise) show no difference in usage by either of the genders.
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Table 3




Absolute number of 
used styles
Relative number of 
used styles
Absolute number of 
used styles
Relative number of 
used styles
Avoidance 5 0.11 3 0.06
Adaptation 0 0.00 0 0.00
Collaboration 7 0.15 2 0.04
Compromise 2 0.04 2 0.04
Fight 13 0.28 13 0.28
Discussion
A thematic analysis was carried out to answer the first research question (RQ1). Four 
general themes related to the causes of conflict between managers and employees emerged from 
the thematic analysis. Theme one, Poor management, includes selected aspects of managerial 
qualities, theme two, Manager personality, includes the aspect of manager personality, 
theme three covers characteristics of communication and theme four, Differences in views, 
encompasses issues such as disagreement, differences, and misunderstandings. These themes 
were further broken down into 10 descriptive sub-themes. It is evident that many causes resulted 
from limited managerial skills like planning skills, organisational skills, time management 
skills and delegation skills, and interpersonal skills like communication skills. Therefore, it is 
assumed that organisations should design and implement training for managers to develop and 
improve the appropriate managerial and interpersonal skills. 
A content analysis was carried out to answer RQ2 an RQ3. The analysis indicates 
that managers prefer to use the fight conflict management style, while employees prefer the 
collaboration and avoidance conflict management styles. These findings are in line with the 
study by Slabbert (2019) who found that managers prefer styles based on authority. Some 
other studies (Mohammed et al. 2008; Gilin Oore et al., 2015) also confirmed that high power 
individuals differ from low power individuals in handling interpersonal conflict. Furthermore, 
similarities as well differences were found in the use of conflict management styles as regards 
gender. There was no gender difference in using dominating conflict management style among 
managers. However, male managers made greater use of collaboration conflict management 
style than female managers. These findings are in contrast to those of the previous study by 
Brewer et al. (2002) who found that female managers preferred to use an integrating conflict 
management style, not dominating. Also, Rahim and Katz (2019) argue that the use of the 
conflict management styles has occurred differently by gender. Thus, one possible explanation 
for our findings may lie in the cultural specifics of the Czech Republic and gender inequality in 
managerial positions in Czech organisations. Moreover, stereotyping views against women in 
managerial positions may also be possible factor. 
Limitations of the Study
As with all research studies, this study has some limitations. First of all, the study findings 
are limited in terms of generalization. This study investigated the causes of conflict and conflict 
management styles in the context of organisations in the Czech Republic. It is recommended 
that future research examine such issues in other cultures for generalizability. Moreover, for 
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a deeper understanding of causes and conflict management styles, it is advisable to use both 
qualitative and quantitative data collection methods.
Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to investigate the major causes for the occurrence of 
conflict between managers and employees and the styles used to handle this type of conflict. This 
study contributes to the existing literature and practice by providing new empirical evidence on 
workplace conflict. More particularly, the study extends current understanding of how national 
context and gender influence conflict management style. 
Possible practical implication of the study is to guide organisations to better understand 
how do managers handle the conflict with employees and what are the main causes of the 
workplace conflict. There are also practical implications for understanding the roles that gender 
has on conflict management style. These understandings may help organisations to design 
training programmes for managers to deliver such skills, competencies and strategies which 
enable them to be able to effectively manage conflicts with employees. 
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